Available in the widest variety of forms, with or without the "story" or the scoring, played alone (single player), with a few partners (multiplayer) or with many others (massive multiplayer online games), the videogames categories are built on multiple perspectives that depend on the observer and his or her agenda. Embedded in the popular culture, videogames exploit models and formal containers, pre-worked materials, well-known heroes, stereotypes and myths. Paraphrasing Umberto Eco, (1989) different videogame categories become a "playing contract" between producers and players, who should instantly recognize on its basis the videogame's genre -characterized by multiple meanings, functions, production models and audience expectations, and evolving through time. The overall understanding of videogames depends on defining their genre framework as opposed to labels or marketing tools used by the game producers -a blueprint that requires an arrangement of specific elements. While not proposing an exhaustive genre categorization, this paper aims to assess the plot as a suitable criterion for videogame genre framework by correlating the specialists' opinions on plot usage with the manner in which the plot is reflected into the game features. The findings and the conclusion of this paper are supported by in-depth interviews with industry professionals and by a videogames plot evaluation grid built in line with the methodology proposed by Aarseth, Smedetad and Sunnanå (2003) and Tobias' plot evaluation (1993).
Introduction
In comparison with other popular culture manifestations, videogames are more difficult to analyze because every time a "(part of a) game is played, the output that appears on the desktop computer or a console screen is different from any previous time, even if it is played by the same player under similar circumstances" (Malliet, 2007) . This creates a difficulty to define what belongs to what and what the game designer intended versus what comes from the configuration done by the player. This is a strong argument to use qualitative research for understanding the videogames in the analyzed context, allowing the studied object "to provide with better and richer answers to questions" (Hossian, 2011, p. 145) , given by the research.
Videogames use formal models or containers such as genre, characters, stories, environment, setting, and attract wider audiences to various types of content. The importance of the videogames genres revolves around players who are attracted or not by the producers towards new launches, affecting the industry. The videogames genre is connected with the selection of the content and the control of the access by interpreting the needs and interests of the auTulia Maria Cãºvean* Understanding the videograme genre: a qualitative analysis of the "playing contract"
Reflections on the genre and on the videogame genre
Genre are "fuzzy" categories that "cannot be defined as necessary and sufficient conditions" (Chandler, 1997) with no rigid rules, but actually "systems of expectations and hypothesis" (Neale, 2000, p. 158 ) that circulate among audiences, industries and academics. This "great genre illusion" points to the fact that genre is an umbrella word bundling disparate concepts under a single name and giving the false impression of unity (Arsenault, 2009 , p. 157), a "codification of discursive properties" (Todorov, 1976, p. 162) , stable structures, repetitive rules and conventions which function as a "transmission belt between producers and their receptors" (Spiridon, 2013, pp. 92-100) .
Genres are firstly and foremost a boundary phenomenon (Glendhill, 2000, p. 221 ) that fixes "the meaning in a modal, generic and discursive form" (Kress, 2010, p. 122) . Being an abstract concept rather than something that exists physically in the world (Feuer, 1992 , p.144, quoted by Chandler, 1997) , genres are units that can be described through abstract analysis based on pre-set criteria or through empirical observation of specific characteristics. Analyzing videogames, Laurel ([1991] 2014, p. 163) considers that genres are "a collection of information that includes the ethics and 'the rules of conduct' for different story types".
Linked with the cultural work of production and reception, the genres are difficult to define, being historically and discursive relative (Todorov, 1976, p. 164 ). Apperley (2006, p. 9) emphasizes a similar observation explaining that "the expectation is that the stability of genre will be tempered by innovation; this innovation may be technical, not necessarily stylistic". Chandler (1997) stresses the fact that both genre forms and genre functions are dynamic, while Kress (2010, p. 116) demonstrates that genres provide not just videogame kinds, but "means for contextualizing / locating / situating".
As per Todorov's (1976) genre definition, the videogames in a same genre have some common systemic features being recognized because their conventionality of structural, thematic and or functional criteria and industrialization. Järvinen (2007, p. 333) agrees and concludes that videogame genres "are found in the junction of game themes, system behaviour, and emotions and moods".
Inspired by the film studies, contemporary studies are focusing on several criteria for analyzing the videogames genres based on narratives, types of experience, structure, engagement or support (Herz, 1997; Wolf, 2001; Newman, 2004; Nieborg & Hermes, 2008) . Another approach is taken by Wolf (2001, pp. 116-117) who sorts the videogames under 42 categories focusing on ludological elements such as the dominant characteristics of the interactive experience, the games' goals and objectives, the nature of the game's player-character and the player control. A careful assessment of Wolf (2001, pp. 116-117) categories shows that some are rather specific recognizable games with particular elements than unique and mutual exclusive criteria. Another classification focusing mostly on the mechanics is proposed by Poole (2000, pp. 35-58) . The nine types of games are not mutually exclusive (for example sport type games could be considered simulation games). Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith, and Tosca (2008, pp. 41-44) develop a much simpler taxonomy, reducing videogame genres to four types: action, adventure, strategy, and process oriented games. Yet, the current hybridization and mutations of the videogames require further combination of those four main types.
A player-centric point of view is developed by Murray (2006, pp.9-10) who recommends not to enforce legacy genres boundaries, but to enhance practice within this new medium. In order to fuel new genres that would grow from a community of practice Murray suggests to elaborate new expressive conventions and to think of "the characteristics of stories and games and how these separable characteristics are being recombined and reinvented within the astonishingly plastic world of cyberspace" (Murray, 2006, p. 10) . Lebowitz & Klug (2011, pg. 61-65) show that videogames recycle mythological repertoires (Greco-Roman, chivalrous, oriental, Egyptian, Nordic), stereotypes of gender, ethnic, cultural, national, historical and other well-known themes or even clichés. The most used themes and clichés mentioned by Lebowitz & Klug (2011, pg. 61-65) include: the hero amnesia, the conspiracy and betrayal, the last of his race, the brother or father recovered, the beautiful mysterious girl (often the last of her race) who holds the key to salvation or world destruction, the rebellious princess who falls in love with a warrior hero, the wise old man who gives valuable advice or the ancient civilizations that have left encrypted artefacts . Beyond these prefabricated models, characters, heroes, stereotypes and myths, videogames as popular culture artefacts reuse genres as well. Some of the genres are transmedial (S.F., horror, historical, adventures, and romance), while others are more specific (talk-show, shooter). However, the genres differ by the degree of standardization (Spiridon, 2013, p. 96) , the familiarity with a genre enabling its audience to generate feasible predictions about events in the story. Following Duff's genres triad, based on structural, thematic and functional criteria (2014, p. xiii), videogames genres should be assessed as Arsenault suggests: a "phenomenological, pragmatic deployment of actions through the gameplay experience" which is "partly functional and partly aesthetic" (Arsenault, 2009 , p. 171). Aarseth (2004, p. 364) proposes a radical systematization, using discriminative criteria: digitized versions of traditional games (card, board, dice, mechanical arcade games such as Pinball) and games in virtual environments, based on a simulation of a physical world, not necessarily similar to real world, and usually much less complex.
Particular milestones for genres' frameworks have been identified by Aaretsh, Smedstad and Sunnanå (2003) and grouped under five headings: Space, Time, Player-structure, Control and Rules. The authors suggest that the model is flexible, any changes in terms of dimensions not destroying "the underlying principle" (Aarseth et al., 2003, p.53) . The declared objective of the model is to outline genres that are more specific, not necessary used by the industry and popular game publications, in "a rigorous, analytical way" (Aarseth et al., 2003, p. 48 ).
Research Method
Practically, the videogames genres have been built on multiple perspectives (gameplay, story theme, context or player's performance), not always mutually exclusive. Most classifications use "too many, arbitrary, incompatible or overlapping criteria generating a multi-dimensional typology" (Aarseth et al., 2003, p. 48) . Considering that there is not much research literature for the domain and having no empirical evidences, building a genres "blueprint" using mutually exclusive frameworks would only take us half of the way. Instead, my objective is to collect in-depth insights about videogames genres and about how these are built and embedded in the videogames. In this context, I consider that a qualitative exploratory study, which embraces secondary sources (other scholars' theoretical or empirical studies) and specialists' opinions on the topic of interest (face-to-face interviews with professionals) helps formulating the research question: is the plot a suitable criterion for a videogame genre framework? My intention is to answer it using qualitative methods that are less limiting in terms of time and resources needed.
In my approach, I searched for patterns mostly common in literature and movies, yet without forgetting that not all the videogames have a story. In this train of thoughts, I consider as a valuable beginning position the "20 master plots" proposed by Tobias (1993) 
. This typology allows a close up of videogames to other narrative media. Some of these tags are already de facto genre (quest, adventure) recognized as such by players, producers, and scholars. Others, like the "discovery" and "the riddle", could be applied to the videogames with no narrative pattern proving that the plot criterion is not limited to the videogames with a narrative pattern.
During the data collection process, I gathered information using Hossian's (2011, p. 144) qualitative research checklist: knowledge, attitudes and beliefs of industry representatives. I investigated the way videogames genre are used and built by the industry, focusing mainly on the plot usage (secondary sources and in-depth semi-structured interviews with game developers, narrative and realization managers). Subsequently, applied the methodology proposed by Aarseth et al. (2003, p.49) : "the dimensional categories and their values are gathered by taking two similar games […] and then try to describe the difference between them in a principal way". The plot dimension is assessed in line with the methodology is concentrated on the plot statement (Tobias, 1993) , for both narrative and non-narrative games. The variables that support plot are evaluated by the common value with other media as the case of the beginning statement included in the game intro, characters, props, sound effects, or by very specific ones such rules or mechanics.
I ran four semi-structured interviews between August 2014 and April 2015, using Creswell's directions for phenomenological qualitative methodology (Creswell, 2007) . I selected the interviewees based on their expertise (employees of Romanian branches of international game producers), ensuring variety: a former level designer, a realization manager, a narrative manger and an external communication manager. The respondents have expressly agreed to answer the questions for the research purpose I previously stated, as recorded on tape and on the signed forms. For the illustration of specific examples some verbatims have been quoted in the paper with the interviewee's consent. The consent protocols have been signed with all the participants before starting the interviews and only those who accepted the confidentiality terms (possibility of quoting them and of using initials of name and job title) were used in the paper. All interviews are full-length, at least one hour each, recorded, transcribed and analyzed.
Results and discussion
Understanding the industry view is a milestone for this paper because the producers lower the risk by delivering against popular genres that insure gratification and pleasure for the receptor. Explaining why players specialize in genres, the industry veteran Daniel Cook (2007, p. 1) acknowledges that when players discover that a game fits their entertainment needs nicely, they return to the store seeking another similar game.
The industry's professional's reflections on the genre show that from its early development ages, the game industry settled into several genres that everybody recognizes: sports, strategy, racing, fighting, action, role-playing. Chris Crawford, a well-known game designer, (1984, pp. 19-40) focuses on mechanics: skill and action (combat, maze, sports, paddle, race, miscellaneous), strategy games (adventures, dungeons and dragons), war-games, games of chance, interpersonal games, educational and children games. Crawford observed that the basis of classification is not constant but varies during the history, influenced by the available technology (Crawford, 1984, pp. 39-40) . Another game designer, Ernest Adams, emphasizes that the entire value chain of videogames industry was influenced by genre: "the retailers began organizing their shelves along these lines. Publishers created product plans based on them. Gamers learned, as Adams (2009, p. 1) observes, to prefer one genre over another and to identify themselves as fans of shooters or platformers or real-time strategy". Daniel Cook (2007, p. 1) reinforces the fact that similar game mechanics define the characteristic of gaming value, despite all the industry's effort spent on innovation, branding, packaging and licenses. Using a lifecycle approach, following the economic pattern of any industrial good (introduction, growth, maturity, decline, niche), Cook (2007, p.2) shows that genres evolve over time as "players discover, fall in love, grow bored and then move on to other forms of entertainment". D.R., narrative manager, insists on the need of harmony among all videogame's features and the genre: "The general genres have to match everything. Ideally, the graphics, the sounds, the story, the in-game actions, everything must match the genre. Ideally, the second time you look at the game, you know what it is about and you know the general feeling of it"[face-toface interview, Bucharest, April 2015]. C.T., external communication manager, completes the same point of view considering that when creating a game a producer must deeply understand the audience in order to meet their skills and expectations. C.T. concludes that sticking to the popular genres lowers the risks for the industry, yet it inhibits any other innovation than technological [face-to-face interview, Bucharest, September 2014]. Narrative manager D.R. explains that "the genre is given by the game designer to the narrative team who has to build on it. This means that the narrative team must know the specifics of genres, even though in the case of videogames it can be broken down a little bit. For example, the war genre is the given action for everything, but with the story I can break it down a little bit and add romance or comedy to it, so add some different facets to the general genre" [face-to-face interview, Bucharest, April 2015]. Taking an opposite stand, the game designer Sid Meier considers that a genre should be a support for a chosen topic and not the start for designing a game: "first figure out what your topic is and then find interesting ways and an appropriate genre to bring it to life as opposed to coming the other way around" (Ruse, 2001 , pp. 21-22). The fast development of mobile games and the limitations in terms of technology and story length forced the industry to have a different approach: "nowadays, with the mobile gaming industry, suddenly women are playing videogames and this completely opened up the market, so most of the games are casual videogames and the mobile companies are looking to draw women in embedding new genres in the games" [D.R., narrative manager, face-to-face interview, Bucharest, April 2015].
Summarizing the industry point of view, the player is the pivotal element and the purpose of delivering a playing experience is fulfilled through mechanics and game design patterns that support different genres.
Based on a clear methodology, respecting how genres conventions are always acting in combination or modules (Spiridon, 2013, p. 95) , the criteria proposed by Aarseth et al. (2003) were assessed through several dimensions and values applied on a significant number of games. Since videogames are equally rooted in the meanings, in the mechanics and in the performance, the industry standardizes videogames based on well-known genres tags. Adding a plot layer allows the integration of the transmedial genres, easily recognized by the audience in other narrative media like books, TV or cinema, and in genres such as horror, adventure, war or romance. The videogames gain from this transfer of meanings from other established media genres, as long this framework is a de facto one and is actively used by producers, sellers and audience. Plot, as a new dimensional category, should have supportive values as other media genres conventions, adapted to the videogames specifics: props, sound effects, genre pillar characters (i.e.: soldier, detective or zombie). Yet, there are many situations when a hybrid genre or an emergent one is forced by the sellers to merge with a well-established one, hopping that the tag is working as a "branding tool" and attracts the audience.
The current data analysis grid was populated against two axes, using the methodology validated by Aarseth et al. (2003) and the extended Tobias' plot list (1993). The two axes are included in Table 1 : the plot expression mode and the plot statement. Table 1 . The Plot Classification using Character, Props, Sound Effects, and Rules/Mechanics
The examination of the analysis grid showed that multiple plots could be used in one single genre (i.e. forbidden love and sacrifice can both be found in romance). When these plots are recognisable from other media, it becomes easier for the audience to connect the genre of a videogame with the one used by other media -as former level designer A.I. shows, the genre shooter, embedding multiple plots like Adventure or Escape, is easily recognisable and creates similar expectations across various media.
Conclusions and area of future developments
The difficulty of understanding the videogames genres framework is driven by the difficulty of straightforward definitions of game genres (cf. Wolf It would be difficult to point out each of the necessary and jointly sufficient criteria for placing a videogame into a specific genre, standing out in a certain historical moment. Yet, for the moment, the criteria proposed by Aarseth, et al. (2003) , are mutually exclusive, applicable to a large set of videogames.
In addition to the literature, for industry, genres are player-centric built, focusing on mechanics and game design patterns that deliver particular play-experiences ( The research question of this study -is the plot a suitable criterion for a videogame genre framework? -was answered by overlapping specialists' opinions on the plot usage with how the plot is reflected into the game features, using the dimensional category grid inspired by the methodology proposed by Aarseth et al. (2003) . The analysis showed that the plot could serve as a convention for embedding the transmedial genres into videogames typology. The conclusions of the current research cannot be generalized due to the limited number of games included in the evaluation. Another limitation of the present study is that it can be argued that the grid could be linked with a specific historical moment, adapted for this specific point of industry development. Considering the genre as a "playing contract", an extended empirical fallow up study focused on players could contribute to the future advance of the topic. In addition, as future development, it is equally important to find proper labels for the genres based on the plot, recognized by scholars, industry and audience.
